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Introduction 
The present synopsis proposes an interlinked study of theories of cosmopolitanism and 
Abdulrazak Gurnah's novel By the Sea. The aim is to discuss different notions of cosmopolitanism 
and investigate to what extent they are at work in Gurnah's work. Hopefully, both the analysis of 
the novel and the discussions of cosmopolitanisms will be enriched by the link which is created 
between them.  After the research question and some brief methodological considerations, the 
synopsis will take the following structure: First, a juxtaposition between a traditional notion of 
cosmopolitanism and its often assumed opponent in nationalism; second, a reframing of 
cosmopolitanism through various works that all allow the plural form, cosmopolitanisms; third, a 
small historical background of Zanzibar; and fourth, an analysis of By the Sea that focuses on the 
two narrators of the novel and on various modes of belonging. This has lead me to the research 
question that follows. 
 
Research Question 
How are the notions of the various cosmopolitanisms manifested in Gurnah’s novel By the Sea in 
the two first-person narrators and how does the novel engage with matters of belonging which 
are inherent in these cosmopolitanisms? 
 
Methodological Considerations 
Methodologically speaking, the proposed project echoes Timothy Brennan's premise in his article 
The National Longing for Form:  "the premise here is that cultural study, and specifically the study 
of imaginative literature, is in many ways a profitable one for understanding the nation-
centredness of the post-colonial world [...]" (Brennan 1990: 170).  Whereas Brennan speaks of 
nationalism, I will assume that the same can be said of cosmopolitanism for the purposes of this 
project. 
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Traditional Cosmopolitanism  
In the following I wish to outline what might be called the traditional or universalist notion of 
cosmopolitanism. This view of cosmopolitanism originates from ancient Greek as well as Stoic 
philosophy and has had its renewal in the Enlightenment with Kant’s famous striving for perpetual 
peace (Robbins 1998: 2).  
 Cosmopolitanism in this sense has its contemporary proponent in Martha Nussbaum and her 
essay Patriotism and Cosmopolitanism from 1994. She argues that an allegiance to the entire 
human community should take precedence over a national or patriotic allegiance. She invokes the 
Stoic view of cosmopolitanism wherein the self is “surrounded by a series of concentric circles” 
that represent allegiances to family, local communities, city-dwellers, and, ultimately, the whole of 
humanity. The ethical obligation is then to bring the circles closely together so our allegiances to 
the self, the family, the city dwellers, and humanity as a whole become similar (Nussbaum: Web1). 
Envisioned differently, Nussbaum creates an ethical hierarchy where universal values trump 
patriotic concerns.  
  I will briefly explain two of the critiques against Nussbaum. The first is that Nussbaum 
assumes what Ulrich Beck calls “the universalism of difference”: Nussbaum does not ignore or 
undermine differences, but they are to be subordinated under universals such as moral norm or 
justice. This type of universalism runs the risk of substantial hegemony when, as Beck puts it, “[…] 
the voice of others is granted a hearing only as the voice of sameness […]” (Beck 2006: 51). 
Related to this is Homi Bhabha’s critique which states that Nussbaum “too readily assumes the 
‘givenness’ of a commonality that centers on a particular image of the ‘emphatic self’” (Bhabha 
1996: 41). Bhabha questions whether Nussbaum’s cosmopolitanism is really universal or whether 
that “emphatic self” is but a particular, liberalistic idea (ibid.). The second critique posits that 
cosmopolitanism as a conscious ethical allegiance is reserved for the resourceful who has the 
means to realize or even think about being “citizens of the world” (Calhuan 2008: 437). 
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Nationalism 
Nationalism has often, and this is certainly the case in Nussbaum’s essay, been seen as 
cosmopolitanism’s opposite. And while nationalistic forms of belonging are not immediately 
relevant to By the Sea, I think it is reasonable to suggest that nationalism is such a powerful mode 
of belonging that it has almost monopolized the notion. Or to put it less strongly, nationalism has 
at least confined the sense of belonging to have a clear spatial correlate, and By the Sea 
interrogates this. 
 Whereas traditional cosmopolitanism has its locus in an ethical stance, nationalism is 
primarily concerned with a sense of belonging – while it certainly pertains to an ethical stance and 
to allegiance, it deals more directly with identity-formation. In its pronounced ethical form, 
nationalism will attempt to limit itself inside the boundaries of the nation-state and attempt to 
fend off foreign influence and issues (Beck 2006: 4). 
 Nationalism’s appearance and its power as a constitutive of identity have been masterfully 
theorized by Benedict Anderson in Imagined Communities. A finalized project could give a fuller 
account of nationalism’s powerful claim to belonging, which would be a rich background for the 
imagined communities that appear in By the Sea. Here, however, I will only draw out a few of 
Anderson’s insights. Centrally is the notion of an imagined community itself. Zanzibar, Islam, and 
even the two narrators’ communion can be seen as imagined communities of varying sizes. 
Second is the imagined community’s reliance on narrative. Similarly to persons, Anderson argues, 
nations need a narrative identity: the past events that have lead the imagined community of the 
nation to the present have been wholly or partly “forgotten” and therefore the past needs to be 
reshaped and mythologized in order to fit the community (ibid.: 187-206). 
 An additional note should be made of Brennan’s essay The National Longing for Form. In it 
he treats the great significance of nationalism in Third World imaginative literature from after the 
Second World War, which pertains to Gurnah’s fiction as well. The post-war period has, in 
Brennan’s words, “made the topics of nationalism and exile unavoidably aware of one another” 
(Brennan 1990: 173). 
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Cosmopolitanisms - now Plural 
Above I sketched how traditional cosmopolitanism can be seen primarily as an ethical allegiance 
and nationalism primarily as identity-forming. The newer theoretical formations of 
cosmopolitanism, however, combine the two to arrive at the plural form cosmopolitanisms. They 
deal with concerns of ethics and belonging in equal measure, they unite the particular with the 
universal without either gaining precedence, and like nationalisms they describe social realities or 
what Scott Malcomson calls “actually existing cosmopolitanisms” (Malcomson 1998: 238). In a 
similar descriptive vein Beck makes a distinction between “cosmopolitanism” which is the 
conscious ethical stance and “cosmopolitanization” which is the existing, often involuntary and 
unconscious interdependence between peoples and cultures, whether they be, for example, 
migration or abstract economical interdependences (Beck 2006: 19-20).  
 Many of these authors are acutely aware of the elitism of the traditional cosmopolitanism, 
and thus they address their notions of cosmopolitanism to the margins. James Clifford’s Travelling 
Culture from 1992 raises the problem of the concept of “the native” in anthropology. For Clifford, 
anthropology has been preoccupied with the native as confined to the village or the locality where 
she lives. In this way, he argues, anthropology has come to ignore the interdependence of 
cultures: influences from powerful cultural forces can travel through a location, making 
subjectivities there informed by “travel” even if they don’t act out travel themselves (Clifford 
1992: 103). In this way, Clifford makes us aware of the interrelation between "dwelling" and 
"traveling." It is usual to carry a local culture with you when traveling – a dwelling-in-traveling – 
and similarly usual for local cultures to be influenced by travel – traveling-in-traveling – and with 
these ideas Clifford arrives at his “discrepant cosmopolitanisms” (ibid.: 108). By the Sea reflects 
the interactions between dwelling and traveling in a significant way. Zanzibar is a formidable 
example of a cultural space which is influenced by travel as we shall see later.  
 Kwame Anthony Appiah’s “rooted cosmopolitanism” operates with the same 
interdependence between the local and the global, but whereas Clifford’s cosmopolitanism mostly 
aims at the descriptive, Appiah’s pertains to the ethical and to identity-formation. For Appiah, the 
particularities of local cultures and political institutions such as family and state are “appropriate 
spheres of moral concern,” and in this sense he celebrates cultural diversity (Appiah 1998: 98). At 
the same time, however, his cosmopolitanism insists that political institutions should live up to 
Frej Sønder Rasmussen   Studentnr: 47592 
Cosmopolitanisms and By the Sea, English K1  21/5 2015 
 
6 
 
“certain ethical constraints,” such as human rights (ibid.: 94). If this is the ethical dimension, the 
dimension of identity-formation hinges on liberal principles which Appiah sees as integral to his 
cosmopolitanism. Thus, “the freedom to create oneself” is fundamental to him, and the 
rootedness comes from here: one’s sense of belonging comes from identifications that are 
available as options for the individual, and these rooted identities give us a grammar that allows 
new identities to be created (ibid.: 97-98). In this way, Appiah positions particular belongings as a 
prerequisite for a sense of cosmopolitan belonging, and he emphasizes that the roots cannot be 
cut off – old senses of belonging are sedimented even if abandoned. 
 In part, Bhabha’s “vernacular cosmopolitanism” takes its point of departure in Appiah’s 
rooted one, but Bhabha directs his towards the margins more explicitly. He is interested in 
Nussbaum’s concentric circles, but the circles should “stop short of the transcendent human 
universal.” Simultaneously he draws on Adrienne Rich’s poetry to call for the need of “a subject of 
transhistorical memory” that will bring awareness to globality (Bhabha 1996: 42-43).              
Combining these perspectives he arrives at a locally responsible and globally aware subject. 
Importantly, however, the global is reinscribed in the local “day-to-day” via a type of translation or 
transformation. This is argued via Rich’s poem Eastern Wartime wherein the speaking “I” is 
constantly relocated in history and space whereby it transforms itself (ibid.: 44). This dislocation of 
the poetic “I” gives us the subject of “transhistorical memory”: 
 
[…] in iterative flow of the verse, each “installation of the image,” each institution of 
subjecthood or citizenship become contiguously and contingently related. They are not 
correlated because they share the same historical “cause” or are mediated by the 
same sign: their relationship is performative, part of the actuality of praxis: “intrusive, 
inappropriate bitter flashing” (ibid.: 46) 
 
These “institutions of subjecthood” are put side by side in this fashion, and through translation of 
historical memory they will inscribe and perform the global in the local in different, vernacular 
cosmopolitanisms. With this move, Bhabha manages to envision a cosmopolitanism which is 
ethical, identity-formative, and descriptive all at once. 
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Moments in the History of Zanzibar 
By the Sea situates its narrative against the historical background of Zanzibar where cultural 
exchange or entanglement has always held a fundamental place. Here I will bring attention to a 
few historical moments in Zanzibar’s history which makes this entanglement apparent. Thus, I 
present a small, and admittedly much simplified, timeline of “foreign” influences upon Zanzibar: 
 
 Persian immigrants arrive in the 10th century, but long before then the island had 
been a central location for Arab and Indian traders due to tropical monsoons. 
 In the 16th century the Portuguese conquered most seaports on the African east 
coast including Zanzibar. Their focus was on trade, however, and not empire. 
 By the end of the 17th century the Omani’s repelled the Portuguese and gained 
control of Zanzibar and eventually made Stone Town their capitol in 1832. 
 In 1861 Zanzibar gained independence from Oman and formed its own sultanate 
which became a British protectorate in 1890. 
 The sultanate gained independence from the protectorate in 1963, but shortly 
thereafter, in 1964, the sultanate was overthrown and a republic was established. 
Later the same year, a pact was signed between Zanzibar and Tanganyika and the 
two countries became known as Tanzania. (Encyclopedia Britannica: Web2) 
 
A further study could explicate how this historical past has shaped the diverse ethnicities of 
Zanzibar, as well as the struggle for power in the post-independence republic where appeals to 
ethnicity was part of the narrative. Erik Falk’s dissertation Subject and History in Selected Works by 
Abdulrazak Gurnah, Yvonne Vera, and David Dabydeen deals with this angle and relates it to By 
the Sea.  
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By the Sea 
The following sketches a provisional study of By the Sea by dealing with the following touchstones 
for analysis: "dwelling, traveling, and belonging"; "narration"; and "the smallest of imagined 
communities". 
 
Dwelling, traveling, and belonging 
Zanzibar’s thorough entanglement with diverse cultures influences the plot in profound ways. 
Saleh Omar’s narrative of his time on Zanzibar is a statuary example of a sense of belonging which 
is informed by traveling-in-dwelling. He had a furniture shop where he deals, at least, with 
Englishmen and Arabs, and he took a British education with the hopes of working as a functionary 
in the protectorate. Saleh’s roots, to recall Appiah’s terminology, are an entanglement of cultures, 
and the only object he brings with him to Britain is emblematic of this: a cask of incense with 
Khmer origins which he got from the Arab trader Hussein, a significant character in his own right. 
Saleh flees Zanzibar for political reasons, and the new political institutions have changed Zanzibar 
in ways that make Saleh a stranger in his own home. Thus, we end up in a paradoxical situation 
where Saleh belongs and does not belong at the same time.  
 For Latif, the exile to Britain is voluntary, and as far as the narrative is concerned, his 
rootedness gravitates more towards family and Islam. Latif rejects these roots, however, which is 
seen in the following passage towards the end: "I mean I don't want recriminations, all this family 
business, all this muttering that stretches further back in time. Have you noticed how the history 
of Islam is so tied up with family squabbles?" (Gurnah 2001: 195). 
 Though much of the narrative does not take place in Britain, both narrators also encounter a 
sense of estrangement there: the Kevin Edelman character, Celia's bed and breakfast, and Latif's 
encounter with the phrase "you grinning blackamoor" are the clearest marks of this estrangement.  
 
Narration 
In the narration of both Saleh and Latif, misremembering or the withholding of information often 
takes place, and  the confrontation between their narratives is central to the story. Through that 
confrontation and the misremembering, storytelling itself comes to be thematized in the novel. 
These two factors make the reader acutely aware of the arbitrary relationship between past 
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events and their narrative configuration: narratives are always open for reconfiguration, and in the 
meeting between the men we see not only a necessity of reconfiguration due to differing views, 
but also a bit of Bhabha's transformation of history in the "day-to-day." Although we are not with 
a "transhistorical memory," the narrators' dislocation from Zanzibar and their reunion in Britain 
call upon a translation of past events for the new local particularities.  
 A second noteworthy matter is the organization of the narration. Not only are the events not 
accounted for in a linear fashion, the narrators also diverge into intertwining stories that only 
seem to be linked accidentally. Saleh's account of his arrival at the airport as an asylum speaker 
illustrates this. Within the first 40 pages, the story of Edelman becomes the story of incense which 
becomes the story of Hussein which becomes the story of Saleh's relation to maps. All this is 
presented in a way where an accident in one story seems to remind the narrator of another story 
and so on. It could be argued that the entanglement of narrative mirrors the cultural 
entanglement that the narrators find themselves in, both through their exile but also in the 
particular locality of Zanzibar with its history of cultural entanglement.  
 
The smallest of imagined community? 
Thus far, when it comes to a sense of belonging, both narrators have been presented as more or 
less culturally homeless1. Dislocation, changing political landscapes, and estrangement gives that 
impression. Here I want to suggest that the confrontation of their narratives can also be regarded 
as a fruitful enterprise. If Latif and Saleh’s miniature community can be thought of in the same 
terms as a larger imagined community, then their meetings and exchanges of narrative become a 
negotiation of the mythos of this community. Both of them seem to think that their confrontation 
is a hostile one, but they may have come to realize that their cultural rootedness might have been 
regained in this confrontation. Latif's address to Saleh towards the end encapsulates this 
potential: 
 
 
 
                                                          
1
 The only unwavering pole of identification throughout the book for both of them seems to be English literature.  
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'[...] I feel worn out after all this time, after all these years of thinking about that time 
and that place. And living here with all the comings and goings, and the trooping of my 
life through hostilities and contempt and superciliousness [...] So I was looking forward 
to coming here, to hear you talk, for both of us to find relief.' (ibid.: 207) 
 
 Saleh concurs, and they find relief in squaring off their contesting narratives which they polish and 
reshape so they can fit the mythos that they co-create for their miniscule community. The 
interchange of narrative and the reshaping of past events could thus be interpreted as Latif’s 
recognition of his roots. In his voluntary exile, he has adopted a traditional cosmopolitan attitude 
and relegated his past Zanzibar experiences as typical Islamic family squabbles. In the meeting 
between himself and Saleh, however, he discovers the importance of his rootedness to Zanzibar, 
even if he may still reject such family squabbles.  
 
Tentative Conclusion 
As shown by the analysis, the narrators and their form of narration manifest various 
cosmopolitanisms in several ways: by their belonging to Zanzibar as dwelling-in-traveling, 
traveling-in-dwelling, and as rootedness; and by the translation and reinscription of narrative in 
their new local community. The localities of their narratives are also revealed as thoroughly 
cosmopolitanized sites in the novel. In this way, the novel interrogates modes of belonging in the 
profound entanglement of cultures that the narrators encounter through exile but also on 
Zanzibar itself. 
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